Twenty-five years ago, Jesse Lemisch, I, and other New Left historians called for history to be written from below, from the bottom up. Jesse Lemisch argued that history was too often written as the history of "great white men." We said that there was needed a history of "the inarticulate," by which of course was meant, not persons who did not speak, but persons who did not write: persons who did not leave behind a trail of documents.
There is a Spanish verb accompahar, "to accompany." As used for example by Archbishop Oscar Romero in his last pastoral letter, accompaniment does not mean to disguise one's identity, nor to give up one's independent judgment and conscience. The priest or nun remains a priest or nun, not a campesino or a steel worker. The teacher still teaches, the lawyer is more needed than ever as an advocate. To accompany another person is to walk beside that person; to become a companion; to be present. In accompanying, the professionally-trained person chooses the world of poor and working people as a theater of action. By offering to tape-record the experience of poor and working people, we are implicitly saying: "Your life is important. It's worth my time to talk to you. It may be worth your time to talk to me. People like me need to know what people like you have learned."
Here are aspects of oral history from below as accompaniment:
1. Interviewer and interviewee, historian and historical protagonist, meet as equals.
Before my wife and I began to do oral history together, Alice had formulated this idea in the context of draft counseling. "When I do draft counseling," she said, "there are two experts in the room. I am an expert in certain regulations and procedures, and the person whom I counsel is an expert on his life, and what he wants to do with it." Last spring our youngest daughter lived for a month in an Indian village in Guatemala. No one apart from Martha spoke English. Only a few persons spoke Spanish. The villagers spoke Quiche, which Martha did not speak or understand. She and they communicated partly through weaving. The villagers taught Martha backstrap weaving, and she managed to have constructed the wider upright loom familiar in North America, and to begin to demonstrate how to use it. In her journal Martha wrote in part as follows:
I feel that a lot of researchers, anthropologists, etc., do not find this equalizing way to relate. I decided that I wanted to get to know the women in the weaving group, and that gaining their trust was more important to me than actively looking for answers to my own questions about them. I made a decision that I would learn whatever they felt like sharing with me. I did not want to "use them" for research purposes. I chose not to ask a lot of sensitive questions about politics, the history of their community, massacres, about male/female relationships, etc. I did not conduct any formal interviews with anyone. However, once the family I lived with and members of the group knew me better, they voluntarily shared with me about several aspects of their lives.
2. Transcription of the interviewfor use in the historian's written presentations to an academic audience is not the only purpose of an interview, and perhaps not the most important.
When Alice and I came to do our book Rank and File about half of the so-called interviews were actually presentations at community forums, or at smaller workshops, where young people in the community could receive an oral tradition from persons further along life's path. We said in a preface to the second edition:
In working-class communities, even relatively recent history often becomes lost to the young people growing up there. In Rank and File we sought to provide occasions for older persons-as it were, the elders of the tribe-to recall their personal histories in the presence of the community. Thus, the purpose of the interviews reported in Rank and File was emphatically not to provide raw material for conventional academic history by ourselves or anyone else. Instead, the idea was to get beyond a situation in which one group of people (workers) experiences history, and another group of people (professional historians) interprets the experience for them. We wanted to see those who make history also analyze and record it.
Partly for this reason, "oral history" seems a more appropriate term than "interview," and I shall use it in the remainder of these remarks.
Those who provide oral histories can themselves help to verify and correct the information provided.
Oral historians are frequently criticized for the inaccuracy of their informants. It is suggested that we should pay more heed to the recollections of the rich and powerful, and to documents.
It is true that oral histories are often inaccurate as to dates and durations. This summer three men who took part in a hunger strike in Jneid prison in the occupied West Bank five years ago told us about it in three separate conversations. Each thought the strike lasted a different number of days.
As to other matters, those who provide oral histories are often remarkably precise. Moreover, the things they remember frequently cannot be verified by the rich and powerful, because the rich and powerful were not present; and cannot be checked against documents which either don't exist or, like Israeli records of prison hunger strikes, will not be accessible for years to come.
One precaution is to do what any lawyer does in preparing a witness for trial: to ask, "Did you see that yourself or did someone else tell you about it?" Sometimes the answer will be, "My father told me." But sometimes the answer will not only confirm that the witness was present but trigger a torrent of new detail. "I was here (pointing) and the woman who was killed was there (pointing across the room). I can still hear the screaming of the people: 'Bring the ambulance! Bring the cars! There is a woman killed!'" Another precaution, which likewise will not merely verify but enrich, is to convene a group of persons who shared the same experience. I recall the Boston Draft Resistance Group, circa 1969, sitting in a circle with the tape recorder on the floor in the middle. After getting the conversation started I simply listened to members of the group correcting and fine-tuning each other's statements. "But it was in the afternoon, don't you remember?" "That guy with the funny name was there; what did he call himself?" And then when someone finds just the right words, or remembers a telling detail, a long pause, finally punctuated by a muttered, "Yeah," or, "You got that right." It is time to prime the pump again with a few follow-up questions, or to turn off the recorder.
4. In a history that reflects the reality of lifeforpoor and working people, the ultimate subject of that history is likely to be not the individual, but the group.
Far be it from me even to seem to suggest that poor and working people are somehow more uniform or monolithic than people who are not poor. The last thing one should want to do is to mute or obscure the way in which all around the globe women, who have been part of a group of silent listeners while the men talked, are stepping forward from the margins of the conversation as variegated individuals.
My point is simply that we who are relatively individualistic, who tend to live and move and have our being in nuclear families, not extended families, may misperceive the texture of communities in which we do oral history. Palestinians whom my wife and I interviewed spoke of how, when their parents' home in the Ein El Hilweh refugee camp was twice destroyed by the Israeli army, family members from all over the world sent money to rebuild the house "because that's part of our culture." The Guatemalan Indians with whom my daughter lived asked her why she was not at home, helping her elderly parents.
Was it interviewer or interviewee who chose the title, I, Rigoberta Menchu?' Probably the interviewer, for the interviewee says, in the first sentences of her oral history: "I'd like to stress that it's not only my life, it's also the testimony of my people....The important thing is that what has happened to me has happened to many other people too. My story is the story of all poor Guatemalans." It's also interesting that the interviewing took place during a week in Paris at the interviewer's home, a scenario that in itself divorced one person's oral history from its natural collective background.
Here is a final example of the group content of oral history from below. My wife and I together with our friend Sam Bahour began to do oral histories with Palestinians just after the Gulf War, in spring 1991. A year after we began, I was asked to review a book by Donald Katz called Home Fires2 The book is a wonderful oral history of the members of a family that Katz, mistakenly I think, calls "middle-class." All four children in this family became rebels in the Sixties. In each case this required a dramatic break from family values.
I have always been judgmental, not to say self-righteous, about the fact that so many participants in the Movement of the Sixties proved to be sprinters rather than long-distance runners. Reading Home Fires, I was struck by the contrast between the young people it describes and the Palestinians whose oral histories we had been recording. No wonder it was so hard for young Americans to persevere politically, to be long-distance runners. There was typi- tained, Palestinian parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, and younger siblings, stand behind the vulnerable member of the family because the cause is one to which the family has been committed since before the child was born. Our collection of oral histories, which had begun as a chronicle of heroic individuals, came to be in part a story of the persistence of families. The metaphor is terrific, and yet the oral history described falls short of accompaniment. I would vary it by saying to the person telling his or her history: "Let me hold the screen. Sift the dirt through and tell me when you see gold." Here are two little examples.
It is their story
Early in the 1980s I found myself recording an oral history with a Youngstown steelworker, Gerald Dickey. When Youngstown's steel mills closed, Gerald was the person who first suggested that they should be reopened under worker-community ownership. "Where did you get the idea?" I asked. We were using an old reelto-reel tape recorder. All through the first reel, Gerald fumbled with the answer. The tape stopped. I turned it over. Suddenly Brother Dickey's face brightened: "Now I remember...." We were off and running. I felt that had I come twenty-four hours later, the memory might have been gone forever, and there would have been nothing I could do about it.
I have recently come to know a man named Brian Willson, who on September 1, 1987, sat down on the track at the Concord Naval Weapons Station near Oakland to block a train carrying munitions to dockside for shipment to Central America. The train didn't stop. Brian's legs were cut off, but miraculously he survived. He wanted me to help him tell his story in a book.
We collected transcripts of speeches, articles, published interviews. There was a mass of material. One publisher rejected it. Brian took off for South America. 
